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XXVIII. Obfervations on the Lagopus , or 
Ptarmigan ; in a letter from the 
Hon. Dairies Barrington, V. P. R. S. to 
Mathew Maty, M. D. F. R. S. 

Dear Sir, 

T HE many different fpecimens of Lagopi, 
both in their winter and fummer plumage, 
which have lately been prefented to the Royal So¬ 
ciety, from Hudfon’s Bay, enable us to correct 
many miftakes that have hitherto been made in the 
defcription of this bird j as well as the unnecefla- 
rily multiplying the fpecies of the Tetrao genus. 

As that able and ingenious naturalift, M. de 
Buffon, is the lafl ornithologift who hath made any 
obfervations on this bird, it may not be improper 
to take notice of fome of his fuppofed inaccuracies. 

The Lagopus, of which M. de Buffon gives an 
engraving, is in its winter plumage; and the feet of 
the bird are confequently covered very thick with 
feathers. M. de Buffon, however, from not having 
examined the fpecimens of the Lagopus with pro¬ 
per attention, fays, that Ariftotle could not have 
been acquainted with this bird, becaufe the under 
parts of the claws are entirely covered with fea¬ 
thers ; which circumftance is fo very {hiking and 
peculiar, that it could not have efcaped this father 
of natural hiftory. 

If a winter fpecimen, however, of the Lagopus, 
or Ptarmigan, is accurately examined, it will be 

found, 
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found, that no feathers grow precifely under the 
clawss though, by wrapping very thickly round 
them, they have very ftrongly that appearance : and, 
in a Tummer fpecimen, not only the feet, but even 
the legs, are rather bare of plumage. If Ariftotle, 
therefore, had procured the bird in its fummer drefs, 
he could not have obferved this very linking eir- 
cumftance, which M. de Buflon relies upon as lb 
ftrongly chara&eriftic. 

The fame difference between the plumage in 
fummer and winter is experienced in each of the 
three fpecies of Tetrao, which have (according to 
one of Linnaeus’s fubdivifions) feathered feet; and 
it is ufually faid with us, that they have in winter 
their fnow-boots. M. de Buffon, therefore, un- 
juftly charges the author of the Britilh Zoology 
for ftlppofing, that this is a wife provilion of Nature 
againft the inclemency of the fealon, when he 
fays, [a] that the vrogallus Minor, or our Black Cock, 
hath not the fame protection for its feet, though 
it buries itfelf under the fnow, and, becoming tor¬ 
pid, equally wants fuch additional warmth. 

With regard to the torpidity of this bird, M. de 
Buffon relies upon Linnaeus’s aficrting, that [cepe fe~ 
pelitur in nive [£]; which by no means lignifies 
that the bird is torpid, but only that it buries itfelf, 
fometimes, under the fnow; as fheep do with us 
in the more rigorous feafons, when it lies very deep 
in the mountains, 

fa] T. ii. p. 2l6. 

jj&J Linn. S. Nat. p. 159. This circumftance is alfo oMcrved 
by Pontoppidan, Pt. ii, p. 75 * Engl. Tranii. 
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The Black Cock, however, is To far from being 
torpid in the winter, that it even approaches the ha-* 
bitation of man when diftrefied for food ; and I 
{hall likewife conclude, till I fee a fpecimen which 
proves the contrary, that, like the other Tetraos, 
whofe feet are covered low with feathers, this part 
of the plumage becomes thicker in winter. 

M. de BufFon alfo feems to be miftaken in fup- 
pofing, that the thick plumage round the feet is 
peculiar to the Lagopus; as it is believed* that Lin¬ 
naeus’s firft divilion of this genus have all of them 
the fame additional cloathing for the winter; nor 
is this extraordinary warmth confined merely to this 
genus, as the noble fpecimen of the large White 
Owl, which hath lately been prefented to the 
Royal Society from Hudfon’s Bay, is covered .about 
the claws with a plumage of perhaps an equal 
thick nefs. 

The next remarkable circumftance in this bird 
is, that the {hafts of many of the wing-featbers are 
black; which M. de Buifon fuppofes to be only fix; 
whereas they are eight in the fpecimens from Hudfon’s 
Bay; the two laft are, indeed, of a fainter colour. 

M. de Buffbn next fays [c], that Briflon counts 
eighteen feathers in the tail; and Willoughby, fix- 
teen; which he reduces himfelf to fourteen. It 
feems to me, however, that Willoughby’s number 
is the more accurate; and, by examining the dif¬ 
ference between the fummer and winter fpecimens, 
I find that the black feathers of the tail are co¬ 
vered by two upper ones, which in fummer are 
brown, and in winter white. 

£r] T. ii. p. 264. 
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I cannot alfo difcover, in any of the fpecimens, 
the two white feathers in the tail, according to 
Linnaeus's defcription, reSlricibus nigris apice albis ,, 
intermedin albis , as the two covering feathers before- 
mentioned cannot, with propriety, be termed inter- 
tnedii ; nor are they white in the fummer, but 
brown: fo that Linnasus makes a circumftance, 
which varies with the feafon, to be a permanent 
charaderiftic of the bird, 

M. de Buffon next fuppofes [d], that Willonghby 
and Frifch fpeak of different birds under the name 
of Lagopus} becaufe the firft fays, that the feet 
are covered with fbft, and the latter, with 
harfh and briftly feathers. The remarks, how¬ 
ever, of thefe ornithologifts, are eafily recon¬ 
ciled ; for, if the finger is drawn according to the 
courfe of the feathers, they feel fbft j and, if in the 
contrary diredion, harfh and briftly. The difference 
alfo between Belon, Gefner, and Linnaeus, with 
regard to the call of this bird, is as eafily accounted 
for; becaufe moft male birds differ from the fe¬ 
male in this refped, and fometimes the young birds 
from thofe which are full-grown. 

This naturally brings me to fhew, that M. 
de Buffon (who hath great merit in other parts of 
his Natural Hiftory, by not unneceffarily multi¬ 
plying the fpecies of animals,) hath, in this kind of 
Tetrao, confidered as two fpecies what, when pro¬ 
perly examined, will turn out to be only the La 
gopus, or Ptarmigan, 

His chief reafon for confidering the Lagopus of 
Hudfon’s Bay, as being diftind from the Ptarmi- 
\d] T. ii. p. z<7t. 

H h gan. 
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gan, arifes from his averting, that Mr. Edwards, 
in his defcription of that bird, fays, that it is twice 
as large. Mr. Edwards, however, only confiders 
the fize of the Hudfon’s Bay Lagopus as between 
that of a Pheafant and a Partridge ; in which he is 
very accurate: the bird is not only evidently fb to the 
eye, but weighs three ounces more than a common 
Partridge [ej. 

M. de Buffon likewife feems to make an unne- 
ceffary fpecies of Tetrao, under the name of le petit 
Tctras, d plumage variable as his principal argu¬ 
ment for this opinion is, that they are not found 
on the mountains, as the Lagopi are. 

Now, it is very clear, from the name given in the 
catalogue from Hudfon’s Bay to this bird, of the 
Willow Partridge , that it lives entirely in that part 
of the world on the plains j nor are there (it is be¬ 
lieved) any very high mountains in the neighbour¬ 
hood of our forts. 

When M. de Buffon, therefore, conceives, that 
the Lagopus is always endeavouring to find out 
fnow and ice, and that it carefully avoids the glare 
of the fun [/}; it fhould feem, that the obfervation 
is by no means generally true j becaufe, though the 
rigour of a Hudfon’s Bay winter is great, yet the 
fummer is very pleafant, and the fnow foon difap- 
pears, without which M. de Buffon imagines that 
the bird cannot exiftj though his ninth plate re- 
prefents the Ptarmigan, in his winter drefs, fur- 

M The Partridge, when full-grown, weighs thirteen ounces, 
and the Ptarmigan, fixteen, 

[/] T. ii. p. *72. 
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rounded with trees and plants in moft luxuriant fo¬ 
liage and vegetation. 

I cannot agree, moreover, with M. de Buffoo, 
when he fays, that the flelh of the Lagopus is 
bitter; as I have eat them myfelf in the Highlands 
of Scotland ; nor thould I have been able to diftin- 
guifli the tafte from that of the common Grous, 
which is well known to be a bird of moft excellent 
flavour. 

What I have hitherto remarked is chiefly in an- 
fwer to that ingenious naturalift, M. de Buffon, 
who is the laft ornithologift that hath both defcribed 
and engraved this bird. I have only one new ob- 
fervation to make myfelf; which is, that the claws 
are fcooped off at the end cxadtly like a writing- 
pen (wanting indeed the flit); which circumftance 
may likewife be feen in the claws of our common 
Grous, or Heath-game, though the refemblance is 
not quite fo ftrong as in the Ptarmigan. 

I (hall now conclude with copying, from the 
catalogue tranfmitted with the fpecimens from 
Hudfon’s Bay, what further relates to the Lago¬ 
pus ; which, as I obferved before, is there called a 
Willow-partridge [g]. 

“ The Willow-partridges gather together in large 
“ flocks in the beginning of Odlober, harbouring 
“ amongft the willows, the tops of which are their 
“ principal food; they then change to their winter 


M I * iS not at extraordinary, that it fhould there be con- 
fidered as a Partridge; becaufe the White Partridge is the name 
given to this bird by the old ornithologifts, who have very na¬ 
turally confidered edible birds nearly of the fame fize, as Par¬ 
tridges when they have fhort tails, and as Pheafants, when 


they have long ones. 
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*' drefs. They change again in March, and have 
“ their complete fummer drefs by the latter end of 
“ June. They make their neft in the ground in 
“ dry ridges; and are fo plentiful, that ten thou- 
“ fand have been killed in the three forts in one 
“ winter.*’ 

I am, dear SI R, 

Your moil faithful, 

humble Servant, 

Dames Barrington* 
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